






















Over	 the	centuries,	artists	and	writers	of	 the	Western	world	have	 imagined	and	 represented	 the	cold	
world.	 Upon	 closer	 inspection,	 these	 fall	 into	 differentiated	 imaginaries	 –	 the	 “North,”	 Scandinavia,	
Greenland,	the	Arctic,	the	poles,	even	the	winter	–	that	are	presented	often	as	an	amalgam	supported	by	
a	simplification	of	forms	–	horizontality	–	and	colours	–	white,	pale	blue,	pink	hues	–,	on	the	presence	of	
ice,	 snow,	and	 the	 complete	 range	of	 cold,	on	moral	 and	ethical	 values	–	 solidarity	–,	but	also,	on	 its	





































All	 of	 the	 discourses	 stated	 about	 the	North,	 the	winter,	 and	 the	 Arctic,	which	 can	 be	 retraced	 both	
synchronically	–	 for	a	given	period	–	or	diachronically	–	 for	a	specific	culture	–,	derived	from	different	
cultures	 and	 forms,	 accumulated	 over	 the	 centuries	 according	 to	 a	 dual	 principal	 of	 synthesis	 and	
competition,2	form	what	could	be	called	“the	imagined	North.”	It	is	a	plural	and	shifting	sign	system,	which	
functions	in	a	variable	manner	according	to	the	contexts	of	enunciation	and	reception.	
When	 developing,	 a	 decade	 ago,	 this	 notion	 of	 “imagined	 North,”	 I	 simultaneously	 suggested	 the	
hypothesis	that	there	exists,	beyond	the	diverse	and	divergent	cultures	and	perceptions	about	the	North	




























To	 suggest	 that	 the	notion	of	 the	 “imagined	North”	 thus	 transforms	 the	manner	of	 conceiving	of	 the	
territory,	so	that	it	at	last	includes	the	cultural	and	human	aspects	and	opens	a	field	of	criticism	to	be	able	










































systemic	 and	 diachronic	 constitution	 of	 sign	 systems,	 on	 multiculturalism,	 on	 the	 individual	 and	 the	
universal,	and	on	the	inclusions	and	exclusions	of	certain	discourses	of	the	Western	definition	of	North.	

















































model	 of	 the	 first	 contemporary	 agreements	 between	 the	 State	 and	 its	 Indigenous	 people,	 makes	









aspects;	 multilingualism;	 multiculturalism;	 and	 finally,	 the	 need	 to	 propose	 a	 new	 vocabulary	 to	
“recomplexify”	the	Arctic.	
A	quick	inventory	of	the	terms	used	to	designate	and	circumscribe	the	cold	world	reveals	an	overlap	of	
definitions	 that	 intersect	 with	 each	 other	 and	 distinguish	 themselves	 from	 each	 other,	 and	 that	 are	
sometimes	used	without	discernment.	There	are	of	course	the	terms	“Arctic,”	“Antarctic,”	“Polar	Region,”	
and	“Arctic	Circle,”	which	point	to	regions	that	are	well	enough	defined,	yet	the	rigidity	of	the	borders	is	





“winter,”	 that	 are	 based	 on	 more	 moveable	 concepts,	 variable	 according	 to	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	










define	 itself	 as	 an	 idea	 by	 itself,	 although	 it	 has	 historically	 been	 thought,	 defined,	 and	 governed,	
especially	 over	 the	 last	 century,	 by	 parallel	 influences	 of	 power	 from	 the	 South.	 Iqaluit	 was	 long	
determined	by	Ottawa,	Fairbanks	by	Washington,	Nuuk	by	Copenhagen,	and	Yakutsk	by	Moscow.	We	
have	seen,	from	the	point	of	view	of	the	Western	imagination,	the	Arctic	as	it	was	positioned	by	the	culture	
is	 the	 combined	 product	 of	 the	 English,	 German,	 and	 French	 cultures,	 to	which	 has	 been	 added	 US-





and	 the	Arctic:9	 far,	empty,	pure,	 “in	danger,”	 “fascinating,”	white,	 cold,	and	 icy,	 the	“North”	 finds	 its	






geographer	 Louis-Edmond	Hamelin,	 for	 considering	 the	Arctic	 in	 a	monodisciplinary	perspective:	 “The	
monodisciplinary	 approach	 does	 not	 allow	 for	 producing	 enough	 of	 the	 pertinent	 and	 necessary	





























archives	 in	 Newfoundland;	 one	 could	 also	 easily	 find	 the	 reports	 and	 records	 of	 the	 Hudson’s	 Bay	









Popular	 representations	 of	 the	 Arctic	 present	 it	 often	 as	 a	 white,	 cold,	 distant,	 uninhabited	 and	
uninhabitable,	 frozen,	and	empty	world.	 It	goes	without	 saying	 that	 the	Arctic	 is	 seen	 in	 this	 sense	as	
nonurban	and	“natural:”	beyond	the	ecumene,	 it	 symbolizes	 for	 the	culture	a	space	of	emptiness	and	
desolation.	 One	 has	 to	 admit	 that	 the	 Arctic	 region	 is	 sparsely	 populated,	 if	 we	 compare	 it	 to	more	
temperate	zones.	The	demographic	disposition	of	the	Earth	clearly	shows	a	concentration	of	the	human	
population,	in	the	broad	periphery	of	the	equatorial	zones.	However,	the	cold	world	also	counts	villages,	





beyond	 the	 direct	 climatic	 constraints,	 to	 live	 in	 a	 city	 with	 an	 alternating	 subtropical	 and	 subarctic	
climate,	if	we	evaluate	it	from	a	social	and	cultural	point	of	view?	The	impact	of	Nordic	conditions	on	the	
																																								 																				
12	 Carol	 Brice-Bennett’s	 essay	 retraces	 the	 history	 and	 the	 consequences	 of	 an	 involuntary	 movement	 of	 the	
Indigenous	population	of	Labrador;	this	case	is	not	unique,	and	other	forced	movements	(in	Alaska,	in	Greenland,	in	
Russia)	 had	 equally	 tragic	 repercussions.	 Carol	 Brice-Bennett:	 Dispossessed:	 The	 Eviction	 of	 Inuit	 from	 Hebron,	
Labrador,	Montréal:	Imaginaire	|	Nord,	coll.	“Droit	au	pôle,”	forthcoming	2016.	
built	 environment,	 urban	 planning,	 the	 management	 of	 resources,	 and	 collective	 and	 individual	
adaptation	of	 lifestyle	has	been	 little	 studied	up	until	now,	notably	because	 the	popular	 image	of	 the	
North	refers	rather	to	a	sparsely	inhabited	region,	desolate,	and	of	low	population.	Yet,	this	is	not	always	






but	 are	 spoken	 in	 the	North	 (for	 example,	Danish	 and	Norwegian)	 have	had	 a	 great	 influence	on	 the	
definition	 of	 the	 Arctic,	 notably	 by	 the	 explorers	 originating	 from	 these	 countries	 who	 published	
numerous	 narratives	 of	 their	 travels.	 Foreign	 languages,	 for	 example	German,	 have	 few	 ties	with	 the	
colonial	exploration	or	expansion	of	the	North,	but	play	an	essential	role	in	understanding	it.	Finally,	the	







The	 North	 constitutes	 an	 “intercultural	 laboratory.”	 Out	 of	 habit,	 we	 see	 the	 cities	 of	 the	 twentieth	
century	as	the	first	hotbeds	of	 intercultural	exchanges.	However,	the	 isolated	posts	of	the	Arctic	were	
often,	 since	 their	 foundation,	places	of	convergence	 for	men	and	women	 from	different	cultures,	 in	a	












creation	 of	 new	 terms	 and	 its	 own	 vocabulary	 to	 appreciate	 its	 specificity	 and	 its	 originality.13	 These	
neologisms,	among	which	we	count	terms	that	have	become	part	of	common	speech	in	French	today,	like	










though	 these	have	been	marginalized	by	Western	 tradition	 that	projects	on	 the	 cold	world	 its	 “Arctic	







territory;	 c)	 the	 North	 and	 the	 Arctic	 must	 be	 envisaged	 in	 a	multicultural	 and	 circumpolar	manner,	
according	to	an	interdisciplinary	perspective;	d)	a	circumpolar	conception	presents	the	North	as	a	whole	
which	calls	for	solutions,	reflections,	and	common	positions,	all	while	taking	into	account	the	different	





North,	 the	 winter,	 and	 the	 Arctic	 will	 remain	 spaces	 considered	 empty	 and	 devoid	 of	 their	 cultural	
richness.	We	will	thus	also	renew	commonly	held	ideas	about	the	Arctic	and	concerning	the	people	who	
live	there.	
																																								 																				
14	Barry	Lopez:	Arctic	Dreams.	Imagination	and	Desire	in	a	Northern	Landscape,	New	York:	Scribner,	1986.	
